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Second/foreign language learning is primarily viewed to be a process of 
cognitive development. However, if we want to have a complete understanding of 
the nature of this learning, learners’ affective state should not be ignored, which is 
pointed out by Larsen-freeman (2000) by saying that affective factors of the 
foreign language learners will decide how much input can be implanted.  
This thesis deals with two affective factors of Chinese EFL learners, namely, 
English learning anxiety and self-esteem, aiming to find out their interrelationship 
and implications on teaching strategy. Through the integration of Maslow’s 
hierarchy of human needs with the analyses of English learning context in China, 
the thesis arrives at a preliminary conclusion that Chinese EFL learners’ starting 
need level is self-esteem and that their self-esteem will greatly influence their 
English learning behavior, therefore leading to English learning anxiety. To prove 
this viewpoint, a survey is conducted. The research focuses on  (1) Chinese EFL 
learners’ state of self-esteem and language anxiety; (2) the relationship between 
their self-esteem and language anxiety; (3) the influence of the learners’ learning 
experience (represented by the schools they come from) and language proficiency 
on their self-esteem and language anxiety. By means of questionnaire for 
sophomores of non-English majors (respectively from Xiamen University, Lujiang 
University and Vocational & Technical College of Xiamen University), it turns out 
that Chinese college EFL learners are experiencing a rather high level of anxiety, 
and that this anxiety is closely related to the learners’ low self-esteem in English 
learning, which arises from these learners’ years of inefficient English learning and 
setbacks in their learning experiences, as determined by Chinese English learning 














transfer. It should include the procedures that promote the learners’ English 
learning and use self-esteem so as to decrease the learners’ anxiety in English 
learning and use. The teaching strategies proposed in the present thesis include 
strategy training, language use implanting and activities directly dealing with the 
learners’ English learning anxiety, such as verbalization of their anxiety and 
self-disclosure. In this way the English learning will not be such an 
anxiety-provoking and self-esteem-decreasing process, but a more pleasant and 
enjoyable one for the learners. And the efforts from relevant institutions and 
society at large are also required to handle the issue better. 
To date, the domestic studies of English learning anxiety is mainly conducted 
within the framework of anxiety itself through relating it to learners’ English 
proficiency. The present thesis introduces self-esteem into the study of English 
learning anxiety, trying to get some new knowledge of this familiar concept and 
therefore to have some enlightenments on knowing English learning in China. 
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Chapter 1   Introduction 
 
 
1.1 The nature of second/foreign language learning 
 
Learning a second/foreign language can primarily be viewed in a general 
framework of cognitive development, since the acquisition of a new language is 
often related to the learning of new concepts, propositions, or even adaptation to 
previously unfamiliar modes of thinking. However, if we view the individual as a 
complete, integrated entity, then “development” is not only cognitive, but also 
affective; it involves not only advancement of specific aspects of intelligence, but 
also growth of personality in a general sense. 
A complete understanding of second language/foreign language acquisition 
therefore involves not only the consideration of cognitive factors of learners, but 
also their affective states. Cognitive factors (Brown 1973, Selinker 1972, Taylor 
1974) include the learners’ strategies for analyzing and incorporating the language 
data into a new language system, the process of meaningful learning, cognitive 
maturity and cognitive learning styles. Affective factors (Nida 1971, Brown 1973) 
offer socio-psychological reasons why people fail to learn a language despite 
continued exposure; why people level off and don’t progress past a point in the 
acquisition process; why some people can’t seem to learn a language; why some 
people quickly lose the ability to use a language once they have mastered; and why 
people fossilize forms. Larsen-freeman (2000) also listed affective factors in his 
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teaching, that is, affective factors of the foreign language learners will decide how 
much input can be implanted. Therefore, teachers should take learners’ attitude, 
motivation, aptitude, and personality into good consideration. Besides, teachers 
should effectively control learners’ emotional factors and take measures to 
manipulate and weaken the emotional filter in order that more input can be 
understood and assimilated by the learners. 
In other words, for a teacher, it is vitally important to take temperature of the 
language learners’ affective status for the sake of higher teaching efficiency and 
ultimately to lead to effective and successful learning. And the present thesis falls 
into this category. 
The affective side of the learner is probably one of the very biggest influences 
on language learning success or failure (Oxford 1997), whereas the importance of 
the inner world of the learner, including the individual’s thoughts, feelings and 
emotions, which are aspects of the learning process are often unjustly neglected. 
To understand human learning in its totality these are aspects of the learning 
process of vital importance. Good language learners are often those who know 
how to control their emotions and attitudes about learning (Naiman, Frohlich, and 
Todesco, 1975; Wenden 1986). Negative feelings, such as anxiety, fear, stress, 
anger or depression can stunt progress, even for the rare learner who fully 
understands all the technical aspects of how to learn a new language. On the other 
hand, positive emotions and attitudes can make language learning far more 
effective and enjoyable.  
Quite a number of teachers are aware of the need to boost students’ confidence, 
both in terms of oral participation and confidence in their general linguistic 
abilities. However, the study in this field is fairly small (Oxford 1997), and it is 
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Otherwise, it is difficult to investigate effective learning and teaching to boost 
students’ confidence in the learning process. 
 
1.2 Background of the research 
 
Interest in affective factors in education is not new. Already implicit in the 
writing of Dewey, Montessori and Vygotsky in the first part of this century, it 
gained importance with the growth of humanistic psychology in the 1960s (see 
Maslow 1968; Rogers 1969). Rogers was pessimistic about mainstream 
educational institutions: “They have focused so intently on the cognitive and have 
limited themselves so completely to ‘educating from the neck up’, that this 
narrowness is resulting in serious social consequences” (Rogers 1951:40-41).  
In the late 1970s and 1980s, foreign and second language teacher trainers and 
writers expressed similar concerns. In 1970 Smart, Elton, and Burnett stated that 
language “researchers have exhibited a somewhat single-minded obsession with 
intelligence and aptitude as the predictor variables”(p. 416). Three years later, 
Brown (1973) considered the scant available data related to affective variables in 
language learning, but found more questions than answers. Several of the lines of 
inquiry suggested by Brown have yet to be explored, although progress has been 
made in some fields. Brown predicted, “the self-knowledge, self-esteem, and 
self-confidence of the language learner could have everything to do with success 
in learning a language” (p.233). And he further pointed out (2000:136) that 
self-esteem is probably the most pervasive aspect of any human behavior. It could 
easily be claimed that no successful cognitive or affective activity can be carried 
out without some degree of self-esteem, self-confidence, knowledge of yourself, 
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At the same time, anxiety was also considered to be a key affective variable, 
although little research was available on the subject in 1973, and the construct of 
anxiety was considered to be intricately intertwined with self-esteem (Brown: 
2000). Since then, there have been a number of studies dealing with the effects of 
anxiety on language learning. The researches show that students experience a 
considerable amount of foreign language anxiety in their classes. In a study by 
Horwitz et al. (1986) 38% of subjects endorsed the item I feel more tense and 
nervous in my language class than in my other classes. In another study 
(MacIntyre& Gardner, 1989) French, Math, and English class anxieties were 
compared and the French class was rated as significantly more anxiety provoking 
than were the other two, which did not differ between themselves. This suggests 
that language-learning classes can be more anxiety provoking than are other 
courses. 
 
1.3 Conceptual framework 
 
Self-esteem is one of the primary affective elements (Oxford 1997). It is a 
self-judgment of worth or value, based on a feeling of efficacy—a sense of 
interacting effectively with one’s own environment. Learners with high 
self-esteem maintain positive evaluations of themselves (Tesser & Campbell 1982). 
Amber (in Tyacke & Mendelsohn, 1986) found that unsuccessful language 
learners had lower self-esteem than successful language learners. Self-esteem 
affects not only the success of learners, but also their behaviors. Stanley 
Coopersmith was one of the pioneers in the field of research on self-esteem. As an 
outcome of his research, Coopersmith (1967) developed a list of ‘warning signals’ 
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may be excessively fearful and timid, unable to make decisions, expecting failure 
and reluctant to express opinions; others may be bullying and bragging.  
Anxiety is quite possibly the affective factor that most pervasively obstructs 
the learning process. It is associated with negative feelings such as uneasiness, 
frustration, self-doubt, apprehension and tension. When anxiety is present in the 
classroom, there is a down-spiraling effect. Anxiety makes students nervous and 
afraid and thus contributes to poor performance; this in turn creates more anxiety 
and even worse performance. The feelings of fear and nervousness are intimately 
connected to the cognitive side of anxiety, which is worry. Worry wastes energy 
that should be used for memory and processing on a type of thinking which in no 
way facilitates the task at hand (Eysenck 1979). Although it is a major obstacle to 
language learning, anxiety can be reduced. Among highly anxious language 
students, those with high self-esteem might handle their anxiety better than those 
with low self-esteem, resulting in better performance (Oxford 2000:62). 
 
1.4 Purpose of the research 
 
Most Chinese EFL learners are infamous for their timidity in the classroom, 
and their nervousness could frequently be seen when they are called in the 
classroom or before the exams. Even those who are considered as competent 
language learners by the teachers are no exception. These signs of anxiety are 
worth exploring in order to remove the learners’ fear of English class and to make 
English learning a more enjoyable experience. Based on the previous study, the 
present thesis hypothesizes that the Chinese EFL learners’ anxiety arise from their 
lack of confidence in their English competence or their low self-esteem, and wants 
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anxiety level in the settings of English learning in China. After the research in the 
state of self-esteem and anxiety in the Chinese EFL learners, the writer will try to 
investigate and explain such a relationship, followed by some suggestions of 
teaching strategies dealing with learners’ low self-esteem and English learning 
anxiety.   
  
1.5 Major contributions of the research 
 
To date, there is fairly small research on the foreign language learners’ 
affective state in China, not to mention the descriptive study. The existing 
descriptive studies on the learners’ foreign language anxiety in China mainly focus 
on the construct of anxiety itself, which has been explored fully by the previous 
researchers like Horwitz, MacIntyre, Gardner and etc, and the effect of anxiety on 
the learners’ language proficiency. This thesis focuses on the interrelationship 
between two different factors consisting the learners’ affective state, aiming to find 
more about how the learners’ internal state (self-esteem) interacts with the external 
factors (the pressure of passing the test and social pressures) and thus contributes 
to the learners’ apprehension of English learning, which is pertaining to the status 
quo of English learners at college level in China. 
 
1.6 Organization of the remainder of the thesis 
 
This chapter gives a brief idea about what direction this thesis is moving 
towards. Chapter Two will begin with a literature review in language anxiety and 
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